Health care consumers of all stripes-young and old, healthy and sick, employed and retired-are increasingly being asked to take on more responsibility for their health and health care. Most current strategies for health care reform, including consumer-directed health plans and medical savings accounts, set high expectations for individual behavior. In this emerging era of "consumer engagement," individuals are being asked to take on a long and daunting set of "responsible behaviors." Just a partial list includes these behaviors 1 :
• Clearly, most people do not engage in these behaviors. Many do not even realize that they are expected to act in these ways. Others are unable to take on these expected behaviors because they lack the infor-mation, skills, cognitive or physical abilities, or material resources to do so.
If health care delivery predicated on the notion of responsible individual behavior is to become a reality, our nation will require a dramatic change in the awareness, willingness, and capacity of people to assume the wide range of personal responsibilities expected of them. How will this happen? Whose responsibility is it to assure that individuals engage in responsible health behaviors?
For consumer engagement to become a reality, and not just the latest catchphrase in the ongoing litany of health care reform rhetoric, we will need to see concerted aggressive action on the part of multiple stakeholders that are in a position to help consumers and patients assume the wide range of personal responsibilities increasingly expected of them. While the list of stakeholders is long, for simplicity these groups can be divided into those on the purchasing side and those on the delivery side of health care.
WHAT PURCHASERS CAN DO
Employers, labor unions, and government programs such as Medicare and Medicaid have a major stake in equipping their beneficiaries to become more positively engaged in their health and health care. That means the growing expectations for consumer behavior require even greater expectations-not lessfor purchasers to provide needed information and support. Specifically, purchasers must work to develop and implement an infrastructure of communication, information, incentives, and interventions that will inform, motivate, and support people in adopting these behaviors. Some of these actions can be taken by purchasers on their own, working independently to support the specific needs of their populations, but others will require concerted community-wide action to be successful.
The challenges and barriers are enormous, but there are promising models of successful initiatives to change consumer behavior in even the most difficult circumstances. For example, the Hotel and Restaurant Employees International Union has found success in multiple interventions aimed at increasing consumer use of preventive services, managing chronic disease, adhering to prescribed medications, and selecting higher performing family physicians. 2 Other successful examples include the list of employersincluding Hannaford Brothers Company, IBM, Kellogg Company, Motorola, and Pitney Bowesrecently recognized by the National Business Group on Health 3 for their efforts to promote healthy work environments and to encourage workers to live healthier lifestyles.
Not all purchasers have the resources to implement such engagement programs on their own. Most employers in the United States are small and are struggling just to keep coverage available at all. For these purchasers, community coalitions can provide the needed leverage for pooling resources and leadership to extend the benefits of consumer engagement across multiple groups. Business coalitions, such as members of the National Business Coalition on Health, 4 are working in more than 70 markets in the United States to improve the value of health care provided through employer-sponsored health plans and to the entire community. Many of these coalitions are beginning to create incentives and rewards for health plans and practitioners to engage consumers in their health and health care. For example, the Buyers Health Care Action Group 5 in Minnesota is working in partnership with state government and other stakeholders in a community-based collaborative effort to implement value-based benefit designs that encourage healthy living and working strategies to achieve better health outcomes. In a similar way, the Aligning Forces for Quality 6 program, funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, is assisting coalitions in 14 communities to improve the quality of health care for patients with chronic conditions by aligning key forces, including health care providers, purchasers, and patients.
WHAT PRACTITIONERS CAN DO
While purchasers can provide information, tools, and incentives that support consumers to participate more positively in their health and health care, one of the most powerful forces for motivating behavior change lies in the physician-patient relationship, especially in primary care. Primary care clinicians are in a unique position to partner with their patients and to ensure that they understand and participate fully in the management of their care. Personal physicians can function as key intermediaries for motivating and supporting patient engagement, not just in the context of an episode or illness but through an ongoing relationship that supports the full range of behaviors increasingly expected of consumers.
However, for practitioners to fulfill this important change agent role, they will need training and tools to support patient behavior change, as well as reimbursement for the time and effort required to do so. Current reimbursement incentives typically reward costly procedures and hurried visits; they do not reward the kind of counseling needed to elicit patient preferences and to present detailed information regarding treatment options and self-management approaches. The responsibility for reimbursement changes falls again to purchasers, as well as to policy makers in the public sector, who must develop benefit programs that reward providers who deliver excellent care and engage their patients as responsible partners in managing their health.
In the end, the responsibility for equipping consumers and patients to assume responsibility for their health and health care is one that we all share. If we are successful, we will all share in the resulting benefits, not only as individuals enjoying better health and well-being but also as a nation reaping the rewards of a more safe, efficient, and effective health care system.
